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Last weekend this community recommitted itself to my ministry, and I recommitted myself to this 
community! I will cherish the enormous joy accompanying the vote, including one young girl who went 
happily home singing “We Won! We Won!” Her mother said certain nuances of this congregational vote 
were lost on her daughter, but I said no, the congregation voted to affirm our shared ministry together, and 
in that sense we all won. We won new opportunities for joyous community together. We are no longer just 
living together but are committed to this shared ministry! I expect to remain for many more years, so we 
might as well make this community as joyous and spiritually healthy as we are able, and joyously include 
even those who voted no.

But what does it mean to be joyous? Synonyms for joyous are: blessed, blithe, cheerful, delighted, 
ecstatic, exuberant, festive, glad, gleeful, heartwarming, jocular, jolly, joyful, jubilant, merry, mirthful, 
pleased, spirited, upbeat, vigorous and wonderful. Make a joyous noise! If we can’t express joyousness, 
after seven years, we need to keep practicing!  We should use this time to reflect on our blessings, and 
also on our responsibilities to one another, and to this joyous faith community. 

According to the Bible, the fruits of a spiritually strong community are love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and accountability.  Love is the core of our ministry here.  
Joy is its clearest manifestation. Peace comes upon us as we feel grounded in community, and patience is 
often needed because we are merely human.  Kindness is the mark of spiritual satisfaction; and generosity 
is the clearest manifestation of our faithfulness. Gentleness is often needed because we will often fall 
short of our intention, and accountability is the way we call each other back to our covenant:  “We give 
ourselves one unto another, covenanting to walk together as a congregation, promising faithfully to watch 
over one another, and to delight for love to abide in our midst.”  Make a joyous noise!  

According to Wikipedia: Community is a group of interacting living beings sharing a populated 
environment; usually reserved for social groupings that endure over time and are larger than family units, 
villages, or settings in which any one person can know every other person. In human communities, intent, 
belief, resources, preferences, needs, risks, and a number of other conditions may be present and 
common, affecting the identity of the participants and their degree of cohesiveness. To more fully enjoy 
the spiritual gifts of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and 
accountability, we must collectively deepen our sense of commitment and connection within this 
community. The resulting freedom and security that comes from such deepening of community is called 
by sociologists social capital, and as we enhance our collective social capital, we experience far more joy 
in community.

I am delighted when babies light up when they come into this community, and with toddlers who come 
running to be thrown into the air, and the families that choose this community to be a safe environment in 
which to bring up trans-racially adopted kids, and all of the families who commit themselves to this faith 
community. I delight to watch our teenagers blossoming here, finding their own voices and ways of being 
in the world, protected within the safe confines of this loving community of adults. I love that so many 
young adults, from increasingly diverse backgrounds, are coming into this community and making it their 
own. This often isn’t easy, or straightforward, and we make mistakes or have misunderstandings with 
each other, but bring your patience and I’ll bring mine, and we will discover how to make joyous 
community together!

I am delighted by the mature adults here, those between 35 and 65, who make up the majority of our 
membership and fill the majority of our leadership positions, this community could not function without 
you.  And I am delighted with the 10 to 12 percent of us who are over 65 and discovering what gifts they 
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can bring to the world and this community in the latter part of their lives.  This is what joyous community 
looks like to me, where we can experience together love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, 
faithfulness, gentleness, and accountability across a diversity of ages, sexual orientation, ethnic and racial 
backgrounds, and social locations.       

So what does Joyous Community mean to you?  To be in community requires that we actually commit 
ourselves to each other. This isn’t just drive-by/drop-in Sunday morning worship when you have the time. 
We join this community because we enjoy worshiping together, or for the music, or religious exploration 
for our children or ourselves. We love, or hate, exploring our spirituality and all this talk of divine 
mystery.  We are attracted or repelled by this 120-year-old building with its Christian Transcendentalist 
signs and symbols. Yet such a diverse community, coming together for many diverse reasons, creates 
joyous community from this improbable mix.

You probably remember from my sermon last Sunday that this congregation was in deep financial trouble 
when Rev. Martha and I came here eight years ago, that was partly a reflection of deep conflicts within 
the community. Now we are approaching financial sustainability. We aren’t there yet, but we are getting 
close. I don’t want to begin by asking for your financial pledge, but rather to celebrate how far we have 
already come; we are a congregation well on our way to joyous community.  To help us get there, I’m 
going to stop using euphemisms and opaque references; we deserve to know just what we would need to 
do to contribute to our being a financially sustainable joyous community, and so I’ll tell you.

I know that some of you are quite allergic to conversations about money, about household incomes, and 
about giving levels.  Money is private. For some of us it is easier and more comfortable to just talk about 
sex. But we can’t empower this community with sex, or at least I’m certain we shouldn’t, so I’m going to 
talk explicitly and candidly about money today for those who find such talk helpful in deciding what an 
appropriate pledge would be given their commitment to this community and their household income. I am 
not going to name names, thank goodness, but only talk about some of the great diversity we have in this 
community. We are blessed to be a community with more than enough financial resources to be a joyous 
financially sustainable community. It’s time we decided to grow into our potential.          

Now in talking about numbers, our financial giving, we had pledges of $347,000 last year from 127 
family pledge units, which included 226 adult members, for an average of $2,700 annually per family or 
$1,535 per adult member that pledged to support this community. That represents 315% of what our 
pledge levels were eight years ago and just 15% shy of what we need to be financially sustainable with a 
full ministry team including a three-quarter-time second minister.

Now, we are a financially diverse community, so it is neither desirable nor possible for the majority of our 
members to pay the average pledge that equals financial sustainability. Yet if we hold ourselves 
accountable to our covenant, and wish to accumulate the social capital inherent in strong intentional 
communities of faith, we need to be financially sustainable. Being generous with whatever we have is a 
sign of true caring for each other and this beloved community. Not what we say but what we do. 

From past annual canvasses, and from our 2011 and 2013 congregational surveys, we know that different 
families and individuals in this community bring quite different resources to help meet our collective 
needs. While the average family in this community has about an $110,000 annual household income, 
about 6 percent of our community, or roughly 7 to 8 families, have household incomes of at least three 
times that amount. Last year 5 of those families pledged or gifted over $10,000 each, for a total of 
$68,000, or 20 percent of our total pledges. It is great to have wonderful benefactors who care deeply 
about this community and have the resources to fund us at such a level so we can be an economically 
diverse community including families who live on a tenth of the resources of those most financially 
blessed. If one or two more families with such resources were willing to pledge at an appropriate level 
above $10,000 annually, they would do their share in helping bring about the joyous diverse community 
we seek. 
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We know from our surveys that there is a far larger group in this community, with household incomes 
between $150,000 and $300,000 annually, roughly a third of our congregation, or about 40 to 45 families, 
and we know 44 families pledged between $2,500 and $10,000 last year. I suspect that most of the 
families pledging $5,000 to $10,000 annually are from these higher household income groups, but I also 
know there are a lot of committed families here pledging $2,500 a year from household incomes closer to 
$100,000 a year.  Every family’s situation is different, but we know from surveys that roughly 60% of our 
congregation, which is 70 to 80 families, reports household incomes above $100,000 a year.  If even 50 of 
those families were willing to pledge to support us at levels of $2,500 per year or more, roughly 2.5 
percent of their household income, we would be financially sustainable as a community. 

One of our financially able families has decided this is the year for First Parish in Brookline to finally 
achieve financial sustainability. So they have pledged to match dollar for dollar, up to a maximum of 
$15,000, any net increase in pledges from families that pledged $2,000 or more last year. If this group 
collectively increases its pledges by $15,000 or more, then with the match we will be up $30,000 this year 
from this group alone. It’s time. We need to be prepared to hold ourselves and each other accountable for 
funding our joyous financially sustainable community. 

Now, if you have household incomes between $30,000 and $99,000 a year, as do roughly 30% of our 
congregants or 35 to 40 families, don’t think we don’t want you also to be fully committed to this joyous 
financially sustainable community. Last year 67 families pledged between $500 and $2,000 per year, and 
I am certain this represented a large proportion of families in this category as well as some of those with 
household incomes above $100,000.  We are delighted that you do your share appropriately adjusted to 
your level of commitment to this community and your financial ability. Thank you. 

Lastly, I want to talk about 5 percent of our community, those 5 to 10 families with household incomes 
under $30,000 a year. We are delighted you are here. By your very presence you bring gifts to this 
community of an enormous value.  Please pledge at a level comfortable and suitable to your budget.  
Because of our benefactors, the dollar amounts from our smaller givers really don’t affect our budget 
much, but your ongoing commitment and full participation in this community matters tremendously.  We 
can be a financially sustainable joyous community coming forth from a sense of our blessings and the 
abundance of what we have. No guilt. No shame. We are a covenantal community seeking joyous 
community together.

Here is some additional good news. We have today in our community over 50 families who did not pledge 
any financial support for this community last year. Many of them have joined this community in the last 
year or two, perhaps are still trying to discover how this place runs, and how we pay our bills here. We 
invite these people into joyous community too!  If all of these families were to begin to pledge now, 
helping us to spread the burden of financial sustainability across a larger number of households or pledge 
units, then that alone would represent a 30% to 40% increase in the strength of this joyous financially 
sustainable community.  We are so close! 

This may be perhaps the last time you need to hear me speak so candidly and clearly about money from 
this pulpit.  I would rather preach about our mission. We can collectively enjoy the fruits of a spiritually 
strong community with love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and 
accountability.  For “we give ourselves one unto another, covenanting to walk together as a congregation, 
promising faithfully to watch over one another, and to delight for love to abide in our midst.”  I love you 
all dearly.  Amen and Blessed Be.                       
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